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Representations of Gendered Violence After the 
"Anti-feminist Attack" at the Ecole Polytechnique 

Abstract 

On December 6, 1989, the École Polytechnique de Montréal was the site of the deadliest mass 
shooting in Canadian history. Fourteen women were killed before the shooter took his own life; 
another ten women and four men survived their injuries. The shooter’s suicide note indicated 
unequivocally his misogynist, antifeminist motives; his statements during the attack confirmed 
that he selected women pursuing engineering degrees as targets precisely for inhabiting spaces 
and claiming prerogatives that had belonged to men. 

Donna Riley and Gina-Louise Sciarra (2006) situated the Montreal Massacre in engineering 
education scholarship as an “engineering disaster”—a category normally of bridge collapses 
and space shuttle explosions, here invoked to illustrate that community norms and values within 
the engineering profession can inform life-and-death material stakes as easily as do more 
frequently invoked technical considerations. Further demonstrating the necessity of 
sociotechnical education, Riley and Sciarra’s case study demonstrates that women in 
engineering education can benefit from opportunities to grapple with historical legacies relevant 
to their own experiences and career aims.   

In this paper, we analyze film representations of the École massacre from the early documentary 
After the Montréal Massacre (Rogers 1990) to Denis Villeneuve’s 2009 feature dramatization 
Polytechnique. We do not find that filmmakers over time have arrived at more comprehensive 
accounts of the tragedy or keener diagnoses of its causes. Instead, each telling becomes further 
removed from the initial feminist understanding of the events expressed in After the Montréal 
Massacre, which foregrounds the political nature and the systemic scope of violence against 
women. A decade later, Legacy of Pain (Pelletier 1999) documents the abuse of the shooter’s 
mother by his father, but the account is more psychoanalytic than political; misogyny matters 
chiefly in the logic of attributing adult violence to childhood trauma. Finally, Polytechnique 
overtly connects misogynist terrorism with garden variety workplace sexism, which appears in 
hindsight as an obstacle over which the protagonist prevails on her way to career success; critics 
continue to deliberate whether this treatment is adequate to the gravity of the historical events. 

We approach this painful historical memory through narrative film with two motivations. First, 
such narratives shape students’ aspirations and their attribution of meaning to their own careers. 
Awareness of the historical events of December 1989 is itself important, but the competing 
interpretations of the events give students an occasion to experience the challenges of resolving 
those events’ meaning. Second, t he experience of narrative is a primary means for the 
development of empathy, a crucial outcome for engineering education and for imagining and 
realizing more just futures within it. 



Introduction 

On December 6, 1989, fourteen women lost their lives in a mass shooting--thirteen students as 
they attempted to complete their courses for the term and one woman who worked as a budget 
clerk. In a classroom and cafeteria of Ecole Polytechnique de Montreal, Genevieve Bergeron, 
Helene Colgan, Nathalie Croteau, Barbara Daigneault, Anne-Marie Edward, Maud Haviemick, 
Barbara Klucznik-Widajewicz, Maryse Laganiere, Maryse Leclair, Anne-Marie Lemay, Sonia 
Pelletier, Michele Richard, Annie St-Ameault, and Annie Turcotte were murdered; another ten 
women and four men were injured. Many of the women were targeted for pursuing an 
engineering degree, but after the initial murders in the engineering classroom, Barbara Klucznik-
Widajewicz, a nursing student, and Maryse Laganiere, a budget clerk in the university's finance 
department, were also murdered for being women. 

Twenty-five-year-old gunman Marc Lepine-an aspiring engineering student who had first 
applied to the Ecole in 1986---made statements during the attack and in his suicide note 
indicating unequivocally his misogynist, antifeminist motives. He entered the classroom with a 
semi-automatic weapon and ordered the men to leave before opening fire on the women. In his 
suicide note, he blamed feminists for ruining his life, and before he opened fire, he called 
the women feminists. Some of them protested, "We're not feminists, we're girls who like 
science," and "we're just women studying engineering, and we've never fought against men" [1 ]. 

Donna Riley and Gina-Louise Sciarra brought the shootings into the engineering education 
literature in 2006, observing that they had to date been taught in social science courses but not in 
engineering-a textbook case of what science, technology, and society scholars call 
technical-social dualism [2]. That is, even as catastrophic a social development as a mass murder 
in an engineering college had largely been bracketed out of engineering education proper. How, 
after all, does one address such subjective, felt horrors within a discourse that takes pains to 
remain "objective and asocial" and apolitical? [3] 

The murdered women's protests themselves show a version of"the perceived conflict between 
gender and professional identities" diagnosed by Riley and Sciarra [2]. Indeed, as many scholars 
have noted, the assumptions of engineering epistemology depend precisely on the premise that 
engineers' subjective identities and perspectives can be effaced from the problems and solutions 
that define their work. In typical practice, such considerations (if raised at all) are footnoted as 
contextual factors ultimately filtered out of the "strict five-step sequence" of engineering science 
identified by Downey and Lucena: "Given, Find, Equations, Diagram, Solution" [4]. 

Riley and Sciarra disrupt technical-social dualism (in a thermodynamics course, no less!) by 
framing the Montreal Massacre as "an engineering disaster," belonging to one of the few 
educational genres in which personal agency and social stakes are emphasized over material 
properties and strains and stresses. This is normally done by investigating engineers' roles in the 
failure of technical systems such as the space shuttles Challenger and Columbia or the Tacoma 
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